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Soalitionto SueAtlas Corp. to'
say pile is leaching into and contaminating Colorado Riv

.iA. ByROBERTGEHRKE

_;i" THEAssocrAruDpnoss

"r.A coalition of environmental
giiixrps; disappointed with a bio-
lo$cal opinion issued by the Fish
ttid Wildlife Senriee, says it will
tiirlAtlas Corp. to force the com-
l$ny to move its pile of uranium
fiflings outside Moab.

Studies by the Fish and Wildlife
$iigyice and the Deparbnent of
&igfg say eontaminants from
the 10.5 rnilliea tons of tailings
am-,leachins into the Colorado
$qfr just Z6O feet away, pollut-
in&the river and threatening sev-
eiidl endansered speeies of fish.
'"Hirt the Fisn and Wildlife Ser-
91$ said in a draft biological
0ptnion Thursday that the Nucle-
ar Begulatory Commission
dtiesn't have the authority to
tnrce Atlas to move tle tailings,
Sen though the report said cap-
flng the tailings in place is an in-
$equate remedy.
lThat prompted the Grand Can-
$n Tnrst, the Sierra Club and

$og".l Moab area residents and
Ill$esses to announce plans
Sdlday to sue tle Denver-Eased
Smpanyinfederal court in Utah,
rdrirning it violated the Clean
Yater Act
fifUintif* are required to serve
Stice 60 days before they file a
Sderal l,awsuit.
SttWe're wanting them to know

there are a lot of things at stake
here besides the endangered
fish," said Bill Hedden of the
Grand Canyon Trust. "This is :

drinking water for 19 million ,

Amerieans."
Hedden said the Colorado Riv- .

er is used for drinking and agri- r

cultural purposes by 16 millionl
people in Southern California as
well as residents of Las Vegas,
Phoenix and parts of Tucson,
Ariz.

"In this case just amrnonia
alone makes the river about a
mile downstream violate water ,

quality standards," said Cullen
Battle, an attorney for the coali-
tion.

But Richard Blubaugh; vice
president of environmental and
governmental affairs for Atlas,
said his eonpany remains con-
vinced that capping would be the
best solution, since it would stop
the spread of water as well as air-
borne contaminants such as radon
that first made the tailings an is-
sue in the late 19?0s.

"When you look at your op-
tions, we eontinue to believe that
moving forward quickly with the
capping provides the best resolu-
tion to that coneern," he said. '

"There isn't anything we've seen :

tlat indicates that moving it pre-
sents a really better option; espe-
cially when you consider the in- i

crease in time and cost involved."

Battlb said if the court finds At-
las violateil'the Clean Water Act,
the statute allows penalties of up
to $20,000 a day paid to the gov-
ernnent. The tailings have been
an'issue since 1981, Hedden said,
although both he and Battle insist
the suit is not meant to pnnis[ At-
las.

"We'd rathe.r, they spend tlat
money moving the tailings," Bat-
tle said.

"Our ultimate hope is that we
provoke a negotiation," Hedden
said. !'We're not trying to soek At-
las, we're trying to force tlem to
the table, but we will soek them if
tle court finds in our favor and
they choose uot to cgoperate."

Hedden and Battle said that ul-
timately Congress will likely have
to step in and help pay to move
the tailings, although Blubaugb
said talks along that vein could
delay a solution. r'i "i '

"It just drags things out and
there's absolutely no guara!-
tees," he said. t,

The Deparhent of Enerry is
already required to reimburse At-
las for 56 percent of any cleanup
or capping costs, siace much of
ttre uranium was used in govern-
ment weapons prograns.

Blubaugh said mqving the tail-
ings would cost about $155 nil-
lion, compared with about $16
millisa to 917 million to capping
the tailings in place.

But the Fish and Wildlife Ser-
viee report Thursday suggested
that, in addition to capping the
tailings, Atlas should drain an es-
timated {!g millisa gallons of
water from the pile, which could
flow into tle river at its current
rate for another 270 years, and
pay for cleanup of contaminants
found to be caming from the Atlas
mill ifuglf.

Hedden said betweea lQ mil-
lion and 30 miUiqa gallons of tail-
ings liquids are entering the river
every day, aeeording to studies by
the Oak Ridge National Laborato-
ry, whose figures were used in the
FWS opinion, creating a plume of
eontaminated water tlat stretches
I to lW milss dg[rnstream.

"It's exbaordinary for a single
source to affect a gteat big river
like the Colorado for any
stretch," Hedden said.
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